Helicobacter pylori infection and childhood recurrent abdominal pain: lack of evidence for a cause and effect relationship.
Recurrent abdominal pain is a common complaint among children and adolescents. Apley's criteria - at least three discrete episodes of abdominal pain of sufficient severity to interrupt normal activities that occur over a period of three or more months - are often used to define this chronic pain syndrome. To summarize the extent and quality of the published evidence for a cause-and-effect relationship between Helicobacter pylori infection and childhood recurrent abdominal pain. The MEDLINE bibliographic database (January 1983 to July 1998) was searched to identify pertinent (English language) studies. The search was restricted to prospective, controlled studies reporting empirical data on children up to 18 years of age. Six studies were identified. Five of the six were case-control studies, while the remaining study assessed the effectiveness of antibiotic therapy. Only one study was community based, with the remaining studies conducted in the tertiary hospital setting. The evidence for a causal relationship was inconsistent; of the five case-control studies reviewed, the odds ratios ranged from 0.32 to 1.80. Two studies demonstrated statistically significant results; however, the findings were conflicting. The only treatment trial was limited because of methodological flaws. Current evidence suggests no association between H pylori infection and recurrent abdominal pain in children. The evidence to date indicates that routine investigation for H pylori infection in children who present with the classical symptoms of recurrent abdominal pain based on Apley's criteria is not warranted.